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PREPARING FOR THE
UNKNOWN:

THE THREAT OF AGROTERRORISM
by Matthew Padilla*

eneath multi-hued trees lie expanses of arable land,
Bwhere various crops are grown in order to feed our

hungry society. In the United States many farms are so
large that they resemble an industrial operation, with concentra-
tions of crops and animals that increase the risk of large scale
infection or disease. These characteristics make our agricultural
landscape a unique target for bioterrorism.!

In October 2008, the Agroterrorism Assault on Chester
County (“ATAC 08”) coordinated efforts between federal and
local officials in Pennsylvania to test “the region’s response to
an intentional dissemination of a foreign animal disease into the
region’s livestock population.” The exercise put agro-terrorism
on the forefront of the security agenda and brought to light the
problem of tracing and combating diseases which could be intro-
duced into the food system.

A well-planned attack against agriculture would be detri-
mental to the United States because of its potential to disrupt a
fundamental portion of the nation’s economic system.? Farming
and related economic sectors account for sixteen percent of the
United States’ workforce.* The farm sector, while contributing
less than one percent of total Gross Domestic Product (“GDP”),
indirectly has a much greater impact on the national economy as
it contributes, via related economic sectors, to eleven percent of
GDP.?> And although only one percent of GDP comes directly
from farming, 100% of the U.S. population is nourished and
clothed by farming-related industries originating in the United
States and abroad.

Some scholars cite General Sherman’s attack on the Ameri-
can south’s agricultural system during the Civil War as an
example of how greatly an attack on foodstuffs may impact a
population.® There are countless examples of attacks on agri-
culture throughout history, from Rome’s salting of Carthage, to
Japan’s World War II Unit 731 in Manchuria, which conducted
numerous biological tests, including many on human subjects.’
The United States’ use of Agent Orange during the Vietnam
War, while not directed at farmland, did damage “some crops.”®
The Soviet Union is also alleged to have used glanders, a disease
which causes death in horses and mules, during their 1980s war
in Afghanistan.’ Furthermore, multiple nations have programs
that could be used to disrupt agriculture. '

* Matthew Padilla is a JD candidate, May 2010, at American University Wash-
ington College of Law.
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The likelihood of a full-scale attack by another nation
against the United States is small. The possibility of a terrorist
attack on the United States, using asymmetric tactics targeting
agriculture, is greater and could have a substantial and detrimen-
tal psychological impact on the country.'! Recent food scares,
which were not terrorist-related, were caused by jalapefios and
tomatoes (infected with salmonella) in summer 2008. The FDA
was forced into an expensive investigation to determine the ori-
gin of the infected tomatoes and jalapenos. The scare caused
many restaurants and grocers to stop selling the produce, and
affected both suspect and non-suspect farms alike, while sicken-
ing and frightening consumers.!?

Several contemporary examples of agroterrorism have been
documented overseas. The Arab Revolutionary Council used
mercury to poison oranges in Israel in 1978, causing orange
exports to decline significantly.!3 In 1997 Israeli settlers used
pesticides to spray Palestinian grapevines, causing the loss of
seventeen thousand metric tons of produce.'* In 1952, a Kenyan
insurgent group, the Mau Mau, used the African milk bush to
poison and kill thirty-three head of cattle. '°

Terrorist attacks are not limited to foreign and non-state
actors. For example, the Rajneeshee Cult poisoned Oregon salad
bars in 1984 with salmonella.'® In addition, the largest terrorist
attacks conducted in the United States prior to 9/11 were per-
petrated by fringe right-wing domestic groups.!” In fact, the Ku
Klux Klan has reportedly resorted to agroterror in the past, in
an effort to intimidate minority farmers.'® An area of concern
today is the possibility of increased right-wing violence through
agroterror. The Southern Poverty Law Center has reported
increased rhetoric from right-wing racist groups who believe
that an Obama presidency would be good for them because it
could “drive millions to their cause.”!”

Amplified racist sentiments, coupled with violence, may
present a daunting challenge for law enforcement authorities
because of the potential for a non-organized amateur terrorist
attack. Mere “curiosity and fascination” may lead resurgent
members of right wing groups to acquire nuclear, chemical,
or biological weapons for multiple uses including agroterror-
ism.2% Furthermore, extremists of all varieties—whether or not
they are affiliated with an organized group—pose a significant
problem, and according to the FBI, have represented “the most
difficult international terrorist challenge to the law enforcement
and intelligence communities.”?! An amateur terrorist could use
simple technologies to spread fear among the masses, attacking
relatively unprotected areas like agricultural products.??

If farm products are to be protected, both federal and local
governments will have to continue exercises such as ATAC 08.
There is no way to ensure that food will be completely protected.
However, preparing localities and strengthening pertinent leg-
islation will help authorities deal with such an exigency, and
could help prevent a panic among the populace.?®* Agriculture
Secretary Ed Schafer, realizing the problem, has stated that the
“USDA has to think of how we are vulnerable to terrorists and
strengthen protective measures against terrorism.”?* In addition,
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diversifying the food supply, by strengthening local farms, can
help offset the vulnerability and impact of an attack on a large
farm. Acknowledgement of the vulnerability is a good step, and
measures such as the ATAC 08 exercise is a sound second step,
but it will take vigilant action at all levels to ensure that the food

£

supply remains safe. o
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